Impunity's psychological effects: its ethical consequences Diana R Kordon Buenos Aires, Argentina During the last military dictatorship in Argentina (1976-83) a most fierce political repression developed which led to one of the blackest periods of the history of our nation and left thousands of dead, disappeared and exiled.
Physical and psychiatric torture was systematically implemented and applied on every prisoner. As a consequence of this repression, characterised as terrorism of the state, a new legal category appeared: the disappeared-detainee.
We have already discussed, in other papers, how the political repression and the forced disappearance of people affects the community as a whole, the victims themselves, and their families, in a psychological and sociological sense. It is our aim now to deal with the psychological and sociological effects as well as the ethical implications of impunity, particularly in our professional field.
During the time of the dictatorship several psychological-inducement campaigns were By application of the Due Obedience Law, no individual responsibility exists for those who committed crimes (such as kidnappings, torture, homicides) in due obedience to an order received from their superior in rank, but it is alleged that it is the latter, the one who gave the order, who is to be incriminated (later, we shall see that not even these are punished, as they are benefited by a decree of amnesty; therefore, the question now arising is: 'Is the victim/ object ofthe crime perhaps the one responsible?'). And here we come full circle: once more, it is the victim who is guilty because the person who executed the criminal action, kidnapping or torturing people, was either unable to discern what he was doing on account of his lower rank, or he was unable to rebel because of the prevailing process of coercion. According to this law, the captain executing an order from the colonel above him would be unable to ascertain he was actually torturing just because of his lower rank. The idea that a lower degree is coupled with less discernment seemed to be a consequence of Darwin's theory. We strongly believe that the pardon granted to those guilty of genocide will affect the three operational levels mentioned above since it is justice and not oblivion that maintains social peace and unity.
We similarly believe that the psychological and social effects of impunity should be considered on two levels: the immediate and the long term. It is with these two levels in mind that we are developing our clinical research and our assistance to those directly involved.
The policy of impunity has spread, on a mass scale, the tendency to blame the victim. This is also valid for social situations of a more general character which are not directly determined by human rights violations. Impunity makes it possible for a man such as General Bussi, former governor of Tucuman (an Argentinian province where political persecution was extremely cruel) who was in charge of dozens of concentration camps, to be presently running as governmental candidate for the same province.
The never-ending issue of restoring kidnapped children to their legitimate, natural families has engendered a discussion on the adoption procedure in force in Argentina. Every adoption that took place during the dictatorship should be minutely reexamined. Certainly, every couple who adopted a child during those years should be doubtful as to the real origin of the adopted child. Could he or she be a child of a missing person? This question is qualitatively different from the doubt any adopting parent may feel regarding the origin of an adopted child when the adoption has taken place under normal circumstances.
Within our own professional field of psychiatry, impunity and economic crisis also present a series of questions on the fundamental aspects of our practice. Thus, once the decree of amnesty had been passed, the mother of one of the missing said: 'When I take the subway I always think that the person who is sitting next to me may be my son's assassin'. Is this paranoia or realism? We are saying that impunity exempts all those who participated in torture or other human rights violations of the sanction imposed by the state.
Amongst health professionals it has been agreed not to give psychotherapeutic treatment to torturers who have not paid the penalty provided for such crimes. Often, professionals in state hospitals have denied assistance to former repressors, alleging that it was first necessary that they settle accounts and pay their debt to society. With the introduction of the Full Stop Law and the Due Obedience Law torturers have been exempted from this debt. Now, it is the professionals, who, having denied their psychiatric assistance to such people, are being subjected to sanction by the state or the professional institution to which they belong.
Another aspect that particularly affects the professional sector of psychiatry and medicine is that doctors and other health providers who have participated in torture and children kidnapping are still practising. These people too are exempted from legal sanctions.
In In defence of the medical profession, and of all health professionals, let us make every effort so that no doctor 'Let us firmly keep up the principles of Law, Liberty who has been participating in crimes against the people and Dignity and face properly the responsibilities life can ever be permitted to practise professionally, either may place before us because life without LIBERTY, in his/her own country or in any other place in the without DIGNITY and without JUSTICE is not worth world.
living.' I want to finish by quoting an expression from the president of our tribunal, in which he reaffirms the Diana R Kordon, MD, is a psychiatrist and a member of historical necessity for holding such ethical trials:
the Plaza de Mayo Group in Buenos Aires, Argentina.
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